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In their article, on the static treatment of paralytic
lagophthalmos with autogenous tissues, Dr Pirrello et al.
[1] state: ‘‘The word lagophthalmos derives from the Greek
terms kaco1 (hare) and ousaklo1 (eye). It is a condition in
which the eyelids are unable to close the palpebral aperture
completely and cover the whole eye. Hares in fact sleep
with their eyes open.’’ This statement requires some
etymologic remarks.
The belief that hares sleep with their eyes open can be
found in the literature ever since the ancient Greek and
Roman societies [2, 3]. For a long time the hare’s habits
were hardly known. The hare was a mysterious creature
and became the subject to much folklore [2, 4–6]. Nowa-
days, however, many of the mysteries about the hare are
disproved as we are now better able to observe hares with
our modern ﬁlming techniques [2]. We now know that
hares are able to close their eyes and that they do not sleep
with their eyes open (Fig. 1)[ 2, 6, 7].
One of the ﬁrst to use the medical term lagophthalmos
was the Roman encyclopaedist Aulus Cornelius Celsus
(ca. 30 BC to ca. 45 AD) [8, 9]. Celsus deﬁned lagoph-
thalmos as a shortening of solely the upper eyelid, in
contrast to ectropion, which he deﬁned as a shortening
of the lower eyelid [8, 10]. It is interesting to notice that
ever since its ﬁrst use there seems to have been no
consensus on whether lagophthalmos should be deﬁned as
an affection of the upper eyelid, the lower eyelid, or both.
Moreover, the terms lagophthalmos and ectropion were
mixed up [11].
Today, there ﬁnally seems to be consensus. Lagoph-
thalmos is deﬁned as the inability to close the eyelids [1].
The current deﬁnition is based on the ancient belief that
hares sleep with their eyes open. However, from a bio-
logical point of view this deﬁnition is astonishing, since
now we designate patients who are unable to close their
eyes as having hare eyes, while hares in fact sleep with
their eyes closed.
Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which per-
mits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
R. C. Van de Graaf (&)  J.-P. A. Nicolai
Department of Plastic Surgery,
University Medical Center Groningen,
Hanzeplein 1, P.O. Box 30001, Groningen 9700 RB,
The Netherlands
e-mail: Robertcvandegraaf@histplastsurg.com
F. F. A. IJpma
Department of Surgery, Isala Clinic, Zwolle, The Netherlands
Fig. 1 A hare with its eye closed (with permission from Mason [7])
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